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The fiscal cliff negotiations are at such a standstill that not even aides to President Barack Obama and House Speaker John Boehner (R-Ohio) talked Tuesday.

And the way the White House sees it, there won’t be further face-to-face talks between the two leaders until Boehner says he’s willing to raise income tax rates. If you believe Boehner’s leadership team, it’ll be a long December because he’s nowhere close to caving on raising rates.

In this high-stakes battle over trillions of dollars in budget cuts and tax increases, the lack of any visible movement shows the fight right now is all about politics, not policy. Obama and Boehner are locked in a struggle for public opinion, the weapon that provides the upper hand in the negotiations.

The advantage, at this point, clearly belongs to Obama. Senior administration aides say the president doesn’t want to go over the fiscal cliff — but he’s willing to if Republicans don’t yield on tax rates. And multiple polls find the public is on Obama’s side, showing that voters will blame the GOP if no deal is reached.

Republicans are desperate to gain political ground — and say Monday’s counteroffer by Boehner at least gives them hope of turning public opinion back in their favor.

The proposal by Boehner and other top House Republicans — including Budget Committee Chairman Paul Ryan (R-Wis.) — sought to disarm Obama of his talking point that Republicans had no plan to avert the expiration of the Bush tax cuts and sequestration. That’s the technical term for tens of billions of cuts to the Pentagon and domestic programs. Both take effect in January.

The White House didn’t get any heads up about the GOP plan, a sign that the offer was for public consumption not private negotiating. It was received by email just moments before Boehner and his staff unveiled it to reporters. There was confusion among some House Republicans whether the offer was real, or just a “messaging document” to help them in their slow-motion showdown with Obama. When the media treated it as a serious offer, Republicans were gleeful.

The GOP proposal — which raises $800 billion in revenue while keeping current tax rates where they are — is precisely half of what Obama wants. And Republicans vow it’s all that can pass Congress. Republicans would provide the revenue mainly by eliminating unnamed loopholes and tax deductions. Unreasonable, Republicans ask? Hardly, they say.

Republicans say they’re taking a long view. They acknowledge they’ll be blamed in the short term if the country plunges off the fiscal cliff. But they believe Obama will hardly want to face another recession, let alone a GOP House vowing to stop all legislation in its tracks.
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Polls show that Republicans have a long way to go in their effort to paint Obama as intransigent. A new Washington Post-Pew Research Center survey shows 53 percent say the GOP would be to blame if a deal isn’t reached, and 27 percent would hold Obama accountable.

Figures like those cause real concern on the Republican side. A half-dozen senior GOP aides acknowledge that the longer Obama is able to maintain his grip on poll numbers, the more likely it is the GOP will have to cave and accept higher marginal tax rates.

Either way, this week will reveal much about where the negotiations are heading.

If talks don’t resume soon, it means Obama is holding firm to his hard line of Clinton-era tax rates. Obama signaled some openness Tuesday in an interview with Bloomberg News, refusing to rule out a middle ground top tax rate of 37 percent.

Despite the current standstill, Republicans said Tuesday they wouldn’t be surprised to see a resumption of direct talks, maybe with a White House meeting later in the week or even a Camp David summit in the near future.

Even though they’re losing the public relations battle, House Republican leaders insist they’re comfortable with where they are. They say the release of Obama’s opening proposal last week by Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner — which Republicans immediately leaked in a move designed to isolate the White House — gave party leaders something to rally their rank-and-file members against.

Rep. Kevin McCarthy, the California Republican who is No. 3 in House GOP leadership, said his party’s offer this week was a signal they’re “not trying to wait.”

“When you think about it, you’re back to status quo,” McCarthy told POLITICO. “And you’ve been through a lot of fights [with Obama and the Democrats], and you’re sitting there. I think it’s more of a frustration of why doesn’t the president show a little leadership and just get into the room. The speaker wants to get into the room and try to hammer this out.”

A House Republican aide said his party loses little by sticking to a hard line.

“We’re going to get crushed either way,” the aide said, referring to whether the GOP buckles on taxes or goes over the cliff. “So why not take a principled stand on the position that everyone supports.”

In fact, Republicans may gain more by tacking to the right, since many of their members have more to fear from a primary challenge on their right than any potential Democratic challenger.

The White House is holding firm, too.
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Press secretary Jay Carney ridiculed Boehner’s proposals as “magic beans and fairy dust.” And administration officials said face-to-face negotiations will resume when Boehner opens the door to tax rate increases — a position the president underscored in an interview Tuesday with Bloomberg TV.

“I don’t think the issue right now has to do with sitting in a room,” Obama said. “We’re going to have to see the rates on the top 2 percent go up. And we’re not going to be able to get a deal without it.”

If the speaker does relent, West Wing officials say, he is likely to get a whole lot in return on entitlements and deficit reduction — maybe even more than his weak negotiating hand warrants.

Both sides concede that they have to see progress by next week for any deal to come together by the end of this month, based on the amount of floor time and leadership pressure tactics needed to pass it.

Rep. Chris Van Hollen, a Maryland Democrat who is close with the White House, said Rep. Tom Cole (R-Okla.) — a shrewd politician — neatly embodies the politics of this debate.

“You know Tom Cole, I know Tom Cole. Tom Cole was the chairman of the [National Republican Congressional Committee] when I was the chair of the [Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee] in 2008,” Van Hollen said in an interview with POLITICO. “He’s a conservative guy. He’s reading the handwriting on the wall. He’s looking more than three days ahead.

“He’s imagining how it is how the House Republicans are going to stand up on Jan. 1st and 2nd and 3rd and tell 100 percent of the American people they’re not getting tax relief on their first $250,000 in income in order to provide this extra tax break for higher-income individuals. And they [Republicans] are willing to risk the economy on this.”

See original article Here
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